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Many supporters of offi ci al E ngli sh h ave accused U. S. H i spani cs of
ref usi ng to l earn E ngli sh and rej ecti ng th e trad i tional assimil ationist
m od el by cli ngi ng to th ei r eth noli ngui sti c identity. An anal y si s of U. S.
Census d ata f rom th e l ast thi rty years refutes these cl aims. The pic
ture of U. S. H i spani c m ai ntenan ce of eth noli ngui sti c id enti ty has
evolved. H ere we show that while adul t Spanish l oyalty has decreased,
youth Spanish l oyalty has i ncreased; h owever, Spanish m ai ntenance
d oes not occur at th e expense of E ngl i sh profi ci ency. O nce recent
immi grants are subtracted from th e H i spani c popul ation, U . S. Cen
sus fi gures sh ow clearl y that l ong-term limited E ngli sh profi ci ency has
d ecreased substanti ally. This analysi s clearly supports the conclu
sions of experts wh o h ave noted that H i spanic yo uth are embracing a
bili ngual m od el , one whi ch allows them to maintain their ethnoli nguistic
identi ty whil e acq ui ri ng th e E ngli sh skill s n ecessary f or success in the
U ni ted States.

INTRODUCTION

The last three decades have seen an impressive rise in the rate
of Hispanic immigration to the U.S. Many Americans questio n whether
H ispanics are now maintaining their language to the exclusion of En
glish. 1 This concern about language is symbolic of fears that a politically
and culturally separatist mentality is developing among U.S. Hispanics.
While the rate of H ispanic immigration to the U .S. remained rela
tively steady during the sixties and seventies, during the eighties the
rate of immigration doubled (see Table 1 ). A series of events conspired
to d rive H ispanics to the U.S. i n search of economic and political refuge.
Fully two-th i rds of the increase, one million immigrants, came from
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Mexico, which during the eighties endured a prolonged economic crisis.
Political upheavals in Guatemala, EI Salvador, Nicaragua, and Columbia
added another 330,000 . Poverty and war were therefore largely respon
sible for the historic increase in the number of U.S. Spanish speakers.
The popular press has publicized polls that convincingly dem
onstrate that Americans on the whole have become increasingly hostile
to immigration. Whereas in 1 965 a Gallup poll found that only 33% sur
veyed agreed that immigration to the U.S. should be decreased, that
figure climbed to 42% in 1 977. A Times/CBS poll conducted in 1 986
registered another increase in hostility to immigration to 49%, and a poll
conducted June 21 -24, 1 993 of 1 ,363 people recorded that 61 % favored
decreasing immigration.2 l ndividuals who derive their sense of self-worth
from what they perceive to be the stability of the society in which they
l ive feel threatened and less sure of themselves as they witness changes.
The shifting status of English is the source of a considerable level of
anxiety, which surely has been exacerbated by the high levels of speak
ers of "foreign" languages in the U.S.
I n the l iterature on ethnicity self-recognition by a collectivity is
accomplished i n a partly contrastive way, that is, by defining one's group
as separate from another.3 A change in public language use heightens
the consciousness of an ethnic group of the boundary between its own
identity and that of another group. In the case of the U.S., many mono
lingual Anglophones increasingly come into contact with speakers of
other languages and become more aware of who they are as a group
and at the same time become fearful of thei r future.
Certain politicians and lobbyists have tried to work the fear of
change and heightened sense of ethnic boundaries to their advantage.
Perhaps the best-known of these is Pat Buchanan, who in 1 984 specifi
cally linked the immigration question with issues both racial and linguis
tic when he stated "The central objection to the present flood of iIIegals
is that they are not English-speaking white people from Western Eu
rope; they are Spanish-speaking brown and black people from Mexico,
Latin America, and the Caribbean.""
Another group that responds to and purports to represent the
fears of Americans that Hispanics in particular represent a serious threat
to the ethnolinguistic integrity of the U.S. is U.S. ENGLISH, an organiza
tion of over half a million which has been analyzed extenSively i n
sociolinguistic Iiterature.5 The claims published b y U.S. ENGLISH that
U.S. H ispanics are refusing to learn English are examined in the present
article in light of data produced in academic research and by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census. The purpose of this analysis is to use little under
stood sociolinguistic aspects of national U.S. English-Spanish bilingual
ism to refute i ncontrovertibly the claims of many official English boost
ers but at the same time to reveal the dynamic effect of change in
languauage use on ethnolinguistic identity.
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Table 1
H ispanic Immigration to the U . S., 1 960-1 990
(not included: Bolivia, Paraguay, U ruguay)
Census Year
1 961 -1 970

1 971 -1 980

1 981 -1 990

30,500

30,000

15,800

Mexico

443,300

637,200

1 ,653,300

Cuba

256,800

276,800

159,200

Dominican Republic

94,100

148,000

251,800

Costa R ica

17,400

12,100

15,500

EI Salvador

15,000

34,400

214,600

G uatemala

15,400

25,600

87,900

Hondu ras

15,500

17,200

49,500

N icaragua

10,100

13,000

44,100

Panama

18,400

22,700

29,000

Argentina

42,100

25,100

25,700

Chile

11,500

17,600

23,400

Colombia

70,300

77,600

124,400

Ecuador

37,000

50,200

56,000

Peru

18,600

22,700

41,300

8,500

7,100

17,100

Country
Spain

Venezuela
TOTALS

1,104,500
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Ethnolinguistic Identity

The sociolinguistic dimension of U.S. Hispanic bilingualism is
relevant to the larger question of ethnic identity, but the analysis of cen
sus data presented here is specifically related to language use and not
to ethnicity per se. The task of determining just how the very revealing
facts of immigrant and non-immigrant Spanish and English language
use in the U.S. may be related to the larger sociocultu ral and political
questions of ethnic identity is left to future research.
Ethnolinguistic identity is not entirely dependent on language
use, and , conversely, use of a given language is not necessarily indica
tive of a certain ethnic identity; however, the term itself strongly implies a
relationship between the two.6 A U .S. Hispanic who speaks no Spanish
is probably not the same ethnically as another U.S. Hispanic for whom
Spanish is a native language. Native knowledge of a language does not
confer a certain kind of ethnicity, a fact evident to some Chicano ex
change students during their stays in Mexico, during which they dis
cover how very different they are from Mexicans.7 Nevertheless, the U.S.
Spanish-speaker who first travels to a Spanish-speaking country fre
quently experiences a rediscovery of aspects of his or her ethnicity of
which he or she was previously unaware.
The U.S. Hispanic community is very diverse but is responded
to politically as a unitary entity by some politicians, by lobbying concerns
such as the 500,000 member U . S. ENGLISH organization, and by many
Americans. Political postures reflect, albeit imperfectly, popular senti
ment, and popular sentiment, in turn, is relevant to the question of
ethnicity, since the phenomenon is not merely a function of a g roup's
view of itself but of how outsiders view the group as well . 8
A revealing example of the fear of the rise of Spanish is cited in
the pages of U.S. ENGLISH, which quotes John Hughes, a Pulitzer Prize
winning journalist who was Assistant Secretary of State from 1 982 to
1 984:
Spanish is a second language for many, the sole lan
g uage for some. The 1 980 census indicated that 23
million Americans do not speak English at home; by the
year 2000 the total number of non-English-speaking
Americans will be just under 40 million. Nobody ques
tions their right to maintain the language and culture of
their ancestry, or the desirability of doing so. What lan
guage people speak at their own dinner tables is no
business of government.9
Hughes may have meant simply that there will be 40 million individuals
whose first language is other than English, but note the hyperbole that
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both explicitly and implicitly is present in his prediction: people whose
fi rst language is not English are not English speakers. As we shall see,
that assertion is simply not supported by the facts.
While it is important to recog nize that ethnicity and language
are only indirectly related and that in certain areas of the U . S . the influ
ence of immigration is felt much more than others, H ispanic mainte
nance of ethnolinguistic identity is viewed in this article as a national
phenomenon, evidence for which is limited to self-evaluations of U.S.
Hispanics reported to the U.S. Bureau of the Census. This is entirely
appropriate, si nce the paper is essentially a response to those politi
cians and constituent g roups who claim that the putative shift away from
English and toward Spanish is a phenomenon national in scope.
The Context of U.S. H ispanic Language Behavior

In 1 990, of the 230,445,777 persons in the U . S . who were age
five or over, 31 ,844,979 spoke a language other than English at home
(see Table 2). Of these, 1 3,982,502 , or approximately 6% of the U.S.
population reported not speaking English at the level 'very wel L' The
census bureau reports that over 75% of nonnative English speakers
claim to speak English at least "weIL"ll This means that of the 32 million
non-native speakers of English slightly fewer than eight million or 3.5%
reported speaki ng English less than ''welL" Even someone who reports
that his or her English is only ''fair'' hardly can be considered to be a non
English-speaker, so this method of determining acceptable English pro
ficiency is conservative. Nonetheless, even using this conservative esti
mate, 96.5% of the country speaks English "weli" or "very wel l ."

Table 2
Summary Statistics on Language Use from 1 990 U.S. Census
{Persons 5 years and over: 230,445,777)10

Number of U .S.

Number of U.S.

Percent who do

citizens 5 years and

citizens 5 years and

not speak English

and over who speak

over who speak a

over who do not

a language other than

language other than

speak English

English

'very well'

Mother tongue of
U.S. citizens 5 years

English

Spanish
Asian/Pacific
TOTAL

very well'

1 7,345,064

8,309,995

47.9%

4,47 1 ,621

2,420,355

54. 1 %

3 1 ,844,979

1 3, 982,502

43. 9%
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Within-this national context the figures in Table 2 show that while
the proportion of U.S. H ispanics who report speaking English "very well"
is somewhat higher than that of the total population of non-English
mother-tongue Americans, a higher proportion of the U.S. population of
Asian/Pacific origin is of limited English proficiency (as defined by this
overly conservative method). The figures in Table 2 also reveal that al
though speakers of many other languages were also living in and immi
g rating to the U.S., speakers of Spanish constituted the overwhelming
majority of individuals claiming a language other than English as thei r
mother tongue.
The Increase in the Number of U.S. Spanish Speakers

During the life of U.S. ENGLISH, Spanish, the world's thi rd or fourth
largest language depending on how such matters are figured, has also
g rown tremendously in the U.S.13 The growth of Spanish in the U.S. is a
complex phenomenon. Millions of people are involved, which makes
precise quantification a daunting task. What is more, this historic demo
g raphic shift must be examined not only in absolute terms, but as well in
rel ation to the broader patterns of U . S . population g rowt h . B i l l s ,
Hemandez-Chavez and Hudson have refined a number of relevant mea
sures which simplify the job of understanding language shift.14 The most
basic and easily understood is "count," which is simply the total number
of individuals in a given group. I n Table 3 the U.S. and U.S. H ispanic
counts are presented . The figures are indeed striking. The historic in
crease in the numbers of U.S. Hispanics that occurred during the last
decade was actually eclipsed in some respects by the increase in H is
panics during the seventies, which alerted the supporters of official En
glish to the perceived challenge that their language faced.
I n 1 970, the total U.S. population was 203,302,031 , and His
panic denSity, defined by Bills, Hernandez-Chavez and Hudson as the
proportion of the population that is of Hispanic origin, stood at only 3.9%
(see Table 3) . Just over 1 2% of those Hispanics had immigrated to the
U . S . during the previous decade. By 1 980, of the total U.S. population of
226,545,580, 6.4% was Hispanic. The Hispanic population had increased
by 5,536,01 7 to 1 4,608,673.
The data on the increase in the U.S. Hispanic count may be
analyzed in greater detail in order to allow for a more complete under
standing of this important demographic shift of the seventies (see Table
4). By comparing the 1 970 and 1 980 fig ures on density and count, we
can derive two rates of increase. The first is an increase in Hispanic
count, calculated by expressing the difference between the 1 980 and
1 970 figures as a proportion of the 1 970 count: 1 4,608,673 - 9,072,602)/
9,072,602 = .61 . Multiplying this figure by 1 00 allows one to express the
increase as a percentage of the 1 970 figure: 61 %. The rate of i ncrease
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i n H ispanic count d ropped to 50% i n the next decade. A second rate of
increase is i n what Bills, Hernandez-Chavez, H udson, refer to as "den
sity," that is, the percentage of the enti re popu lation that is Hispanic (see
density figures in Table 3) . The rate of increase in H ispanic density from
1 970 to 1 980 was 64%. During the next decade the rate of increase was
much less at 38%.

Table 3
U .S. Hispanic Count and Density, 1 970-1 9901 2
Census U.S. Count H ispanic Count H ispanic H ispanic H ispanic
Year
(U SC)
(HC)
Density Immigrant I mmigrant
1 970

203,302, 031

9,072,602

3.9%

1 , 1 04,500

0.5%

1 980

226,545, 580

1 4,608 ,673

6.4%

1 ,408,300

0.6%

1 990

248,709,873

2 1 ,900,089

8.8%

2,799,400

1 .1 %

Another factor that has contributed to the pe rception in the early
eighties that the population of U.S. H ispanics, especially Spanish-speak
ing H ispanics, was increasing rapidly, was the tremendous i nflux of im
migrants to the U. S. I n 1 970 only 0.5% of the U.S. population had mi
grated from H ispanic cou ntries d u ring the previous decade (this is la
beled Hispanic I mmigrant Density i n Table 3) . I n 1 980, 0.6% of the U.S.
population had mig rated from H ispanic cou ntries. Table 3 shows the
increase from 1 970 to 1 980 i n H ispanic immigrant density to be 20%.
Certainly this increase was even more noticeable i n border states.
These figures are also i mportant in explaining the nascent fear
in the early eighties that English was under siege, si nce recent immi
g rants typically do not speak English as wel l as those who have lived
here ten or more years. During the eighties the increase in H ispanic
immigrant count and density was even more d ramatic and lends further
support to the idea that the i ncreased linguistic evidence of H ispanic
p resence fueled the anti-immigrant and Engl ish-only movements of the
eighties. What is especially remarkable about the data i n Table 4 is the
large d ifference between Hispanic and Hispanic immigrant rates of in
crease. Whereas the rate of i ncrease in total H ispanic count and density
d ropped , the rate of increase in H ispanic immigrant count and density
rose. To the casual observer the effect was a notable i ncrease in the use
of S panish in the U.S. d u ring the seventies and especially during the
eighties.
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Table 4
Rates of Increase in U .S. Hispanic and H ispanic Immigrant Count
and Density, 1 970-1 990.
Census Year

H ispanic Count

H ispanic H ispanic
Density Immigrant
Count

H ispanic
Immigrant
Density

1 970- 1 980

61 %

64%

28%

20%

1 980- 1 990

50%

38%

99%

83%

The Increase in the Number of Spanish-Speakers
The above analysis of the effect of rising H ispanic and H ispanic
i m m i g rant cou nt and density shows the basis of some of the fears of
those associated with U.S. ENG LISH, but an important question has
been left unanswered. Are U.S. H ispanics clinging to their mother tongue?
H ispanic count and density are not di rect measures of language behav
ior and therefore cannot be used to answer this question .
Bills, Hernandez-Chavez, and H udson identify two useful mea
s u res of language maintenance and shift by H ispanics. They include
"loyalty," the propo rtion of a g roup that is Span ish speaki ng, and "reten
tion," the ratio of youth loyalty to adult loyalty. Data on loyalty and reten
tion based on U . S . census data are presented in Table 5. These mea
s u res can be used to present a more accurate pictu re of maintenance of
Spanish in the U . S . A glance at Table 5 will reveal that among young
and old H ispanics alike, the vast majority report using Spanish. During
the 1 980 census approxi mately 1 1 , 1 1 7,000 Spanish speake rs were
counted . This figure was later revised upward to 1 1 ,549,000 . Of these
individuals a total of 2,952,000 aged 5- 1 7 spoke Spanish. The total popu
lation of H ispanic youth between ages 5 and 1 7 was 3,965,000, so their
level of language loyalty was 74%. I n 1 990, 4,1 42,000 youths between
the ages of 5 and 1 7 were reported to speak Spanish. Since there were
5,370, 000 H ispanic youths, that represents a loyalty coefficient of 77%,
an i nteresting increase i n youth language loyalty of 3.6% but hardly the
massive shift fears expressed repeatedly i n U. S. ENGLISH Update. 1 5
The data from the adult population di rectly contradicts claims
that H ispanics are turning away from English. I n 1 980 out of a total of
8,981 ,000 U. S. Hispanic adults (1 8 and older) , 8 , 1 64,000 spoke Span
ish, a language loyalty rate of 91 %. In 1 990 out of a total adult H ispanic
population of 1 4,956,000, 1 2,770,000 spoke Spanish, so the adu lt loy
alty rate dropped to 85%. The figures i n Table 5 show that the rate of
retention (referred to on the chart as "youth/adult loyalty") of Spanish
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has actually increased by just over 1 0%. Since retention is the ratio of
youth loyalty to adult loyalty, the increase to a large extent is due to the
decrease i n adult loyalty, which makes retention by the younger genera
tion appear all the more striking. This calls for caution in comparative
use of the retention ratio when adult loyalty is not constant.

U.S. H ispanic Ability in English
Data on H ispanic and Span ish-speaking count, density, and
loyalty probably serve only to confi rm the fears of U. S . ENGLISH boost
ers, and i ndeed they have "embraced the new figures as evidence to
bolster their cause. "1 6 The statistics welcomed by U. S . ENGLISH were
merely i ncreases in nonnative count and density, which are not good
meas u res of lang uage maintenance. 17 Even meas u res of language
maintenance do not provide an adequate response to what is perhaps
the most ardent claim by supporters of official Engl ish: that Spanish
speakers have stopped learning Eng lish.

Table 5
Changes in U.S. H ispanic and Spanish Speaker Count, Loyalty,
and Retention, 1 980-1 990
1 980

1 990

Total Hispanic Count 5 years old
and over

1 2,946,000

20,326,000

Total Spanish Speaker Count 5
years old and over

1 1 , 1 1 7,000

1 6,91 2,000

.86

.83

Census Year

Total Lang uage Loyalty
Hispanic Count 5-1 7 years

3,965,000

5,370,000

Spanish Speaker Count 5-1 7 years

2,952,000

4, 1 42,000

.74

Youth Lang uage Loyalty

.77

H ispanic Count 1 8 years old and ove r

8,981 ,000

1 4, 956,000

Spanish Speaker Count 1 8 years old
and over

8 , 1 64,000

1 2,770,000

Adult Language Loyalty

.91

.85

Youth/Adu lt Loyalty Ratio

.81

. 90
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I n order to answer the question of U.S. limited English proficiency
(LEP), 1 980 data are analyzed first (see Table 6). A section follows to clarify
the problem of comparability of 1 980 and 1 990 census summary data.
Finally, 1 990 data are analyzed and compared with those of 1 980. Data on
the issue of H ispanic ability in English are displayed in Table 6.
Table 6
H i span i c Lim ited English Proficiency and Long-Term Lim ited English
Proficiency, 1 980-1 990.

Census Year

1 980

1 990

R ate of
Increase

Total U . S. Count

226,546,00

248, 7 1 0, 000

1 0%

Total H ispanic Count

1 4, 609,000

2 1 , 900,000

50%

Total Spanish-Speaking H ispanic

1 1 , 1 1 7,000

1 6, 9 1 2 , 000

52%

9,709,000

1 4, 1 1 3, 000

70%

Total Immigrant Count

1 ,408, 000

2, 799,000

99%

Total H ispanic LEP Count

2 , 708, 000

4,228, 000

56%

Count
N on-Immigrant Spanish-Speaking
H ispanic Count

L EP D ensity among All H ispanic

.24

.25

5%

L EP D ensity among All H ispanics

.18

.19

6%

Spanish-Speaking LEP D ensity in

.01

.02

1 00%

Spanish-Speakers

U . S. P opulation
Total Spanish-Speaking LTLEP

1 ,300, 000

1 ,537,000

1 8%

Count
LTLEP D ensity among N on

.13

.11

- 1 5%

LTLEP D ensity among All H ispanics

.09

. 07

-22%

Spanish-Speaking LTLEP D ensity

.0057

. 0062

Immigrant Spanish-Speaking
H ispanics

among All U . S. P opulation

50
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H ispanic Limited English Proficiency in

1 980

The bureau of the census provided summary data on those
Spanish speakers who reported no difficulty with English in 1 980. Of the
1 4,609,000 H ispanics, approximately 1 1 , 1 1 7,000 age five and older re
ported speaking Spanish, and 2,708,000 (24% of Spanish speakers,
1 8% of all H ispanics, and 1 % of the U.S. population) reported difficulty
with English. During the previous decade, approximately 1 ,408,000 H is
panics had immigrated to the U.S. Assuming that recently immigrated
Hispanics have difficulty with English, by subtracting the number of re
cent immigrants from the total number of LEP H ispanics, a core of
1 ,300,000 long-term LEP (LTLEP) speakers of Spanish can be identi
fied. To the extent that the assumption concerning the English ability of
immigrants is wrong, the number of enduring monolingual Spanish speak
ers could be even g reater. The procedure establishes a minimum limit to
the count of LTLEP, the occurrence of which may be due to linguistic
isolation, economic marginalization, lack of motivation, or lack of educa
tional opportunity.
Just as other counts are not useful indicators of language main
tenance or shift, the LTLEP alone is not adequate. Three indices of LTLEP
density need to be derived. The number of non-immigrant Spanish-speak
ing Hispanics is derived simply by subtracting the number of immigrants
from the Spanish-speaking H ispanic total . Dividing the LTLEP count by
this figure, we obtain an i ndex of LTLEP density among non-immigrant
Spanish-speaking Hispanics of 1 3%. This is an i mportant figure, for it
responds to the fear that supporters of official English had in the early
eighties that those who had l ived for an extended period of time in the
U.S. and persisted in using Spanish were rejecting English. That fear is
simply u nfounded. Of long-term U .S. Hispanic residents, 87% have no
problem whatsoever with English. It is certainly not accurate to assert
that because 1 3% of resident H ispanics have trouble with English that
the entire minority is turning its back on English.
Critics of the U.S. Hispanic presence almost unfailingly refers to
all Hispanics without distinguishing on the basis of ability in Spanish, so
it is appropriate that an i ndex of LTLEP density among all Hispanics
should be calculated. As can be seen in Table 6, the result is .09 or
n i ne%. This figure takes i nto account the fact that many Hispanics do
not speak any Spanish at all, a fact that certain ly is not emphasized by
those who whip up fear against Spanish-speakers and their descen
dents.
Finally, since critics of bilingualism constantly publicize the pu
tative threat that the H ispanic refusal to learn English represents to na
tional u nity, it is i mportant to calculate the proportion of U.S. citizens
who are Spanish-speaking LTLEP. The 1 .3 million LTLEP Spanish-speak
ers i n 1 980 represented just under .06% of the American population.
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This, plus the newly arrived immigrants, in concrete, demographic terms,
was the size of the linguistic threat from Spanish-speakers that was faced
i n the U.S. in the early nineties.
The Comparabi lity of

1 980 and 1 990 Census Summaries

Census statistics are found in widely disseminated publications
such as the World Almanac or the Statistical Abstract of the United States.
Since the 1 980 summary described Hispanic ability in English in terms
of "reporting no difficulty with English," and the 1 990 summary described
H ispanic ability in English in terms of "not speaking English 'very well,'"
the general impression caused is that Hispanic ability in English has
declined over the last decade.
It is now all too easy to confuse two very different statements
about language ability. U.S. citizens in 1 990 were asked to locate their
language ability along a dimension ranging from "very poor" to "very
well." The 38% of H ispanics who did not choose the category 'very well'
did not necessarily rate themselves as "very poor," "poor" or even "fair"
(refer again to Table 2). I n fact, as noted above, according to Barringer
the Bureau of the Census reports that when the category "well" is added,
the n umber of English speakers among non-native Americans jumps to
75%. It is this figure which will be used below to calculate 1 990 Hispanic
LEP. The problems of comparabi lity notwithstanding, a reasonable pro
cedure can be formulated to determine in a future study the extent to
which H ispanics and others who have been in the U.S. for a decade or
more continue to be limited in English proficiency (LEP).
Using the census estimate that 75% of nonnative speakers of
English speak the language "well" or "very well," we can assume con
servatively that 4,228,000 of the 1 6,91 2,000 Spanish-speaking Hispan
ics were LEP in 1 990. Note that this figure is only roughly comparable
with the 1 980 census summary statistics which reported ability in terms
of having no difficulty. Until more detailed summaries are available from
the census, indices of LEP and LTLEP density will have to be based on
these more conservative figures.
Hispanic Limited Engl ish Proficiency in

1 990

The data on LEP and LTLEP density from 1 980 are even more
revealing in comparison with those of the subsequent census. I n 1 990
as s hown i n Table 6, 2 1 , 900,000 of the total U . S . popu lation of
248,71 0,000 were Hispanic. The 4,228,000 Hispanics who in 1 990 re
ported speaking English less than "very well" or "wel l" represented only
a slight increase in LEP among Hispanics (6%); however, in the U.S. the
increase in LEP Hispanics jumped 1 00%.
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The huge increase in Spanish LEP as a percentage of the U.S.
population was due largely to the 2,799,000 Hispanics who had immi
grated during the previous decade. When this figure is subtracted from
the LEP count, only 1 ,537,000 H ispanics are LTLEP. This represents an
1 8% i ncrease over the LTLEP count from the previous decade. Reiterat
ing the limited usefulness of count for determining language mainte
nance and shift, we turn to the figures on LTLEP density. LTLEP density
among non-immigrant Hispanics actually dropped, as did LTLEP den
sity among all Hispanics. Whereas LEP increased 1 00% in the U.S. as a
whole, LTLEP increased only 9%.
Attitudinal Shift in Language Loyalty

One may wonder how Americans could be so worried about the
imagined H ispanic refusal to learn English when in fact the percentage
of LTLEP H ispanics dropped by 1 5%. The statistical analysis of the cen
sus above reveals two facts especially germane to the issue of U.S.
ENGLISH perceptions of sociolinguistic reality. The first fact that emerges
from the census analysis that explains the perception that H ispanics
and other ethnic minorities are shifting languages is the striking differ
ence between adult and youth language loyalty evident from Table 5.
This interesting attitudinal change was reported in the New York Times
to be documented in a study of 5,000 eighth and ninth grade children of
immigrants by Johns Hopkins sociologist Alejandro Portes who discov
ered high ratings of self-proficiency in English among Mexican-Ameri
cans and Cuban-Americans (85% and 99%, respectively).18 These fig
ures for Mexican-American children, in fact, correspond nearly exactly
to the 1 980 census data that indicated that 85% of Hispanic youth re
ported "no difficulty with English."19 These figures i ndicate that there has
been no shift away from English. What is interesting in this context is
that Portes makes the striking discovery in his study that 56% of the
Mexican-American children prefer Spanish over English, despite their
high level of English proficiency.
Hakuta and D'Andrea demonstrate that language shift among
youngsters is a robust phenomenon , even in a linguistically isolated
H ispanic enclave in Northern California. This directly refutes Tanton's
assertion that such isolation leads to Spanish maintenance and fail u re
to learn English. English proficiency among H ispanic youth is a func
tion of age of arrival to the U . S . , time of residence in the U . S . , and
whether parents were born in Mexico or the U.S. Language attitude does
not predict proficiency but Significantly does predict language choice, in
other words, what language a young person will use with peers, siblings,
or adults.20 Sole's study of Southwest U.S. census statistics is one of sev
eral that confirm significant language shift among Mexican-American
youth.21
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Proponents of U.S. ENGLISH are quite right i n perceiving an
attitudinal shift. It is evident in public places. Children in particular no
longer feel that they must throw away their mother tongue in order to
succeed i n the U.S. Portes interprets this change to mean that the old
model of assimilation has been debunked. Hakuta and D'Andrea's study,
as well as census statistics, shows that a positive attitude toward Span
ish does not affect proficiency in English but rather how their proficiency
in Spanish is viewed and whether they will choose to use Spanish when
the opportunity presents itself. The census analysis also reveals a strik
ing d ifference between LTLEP density among Hispanics and in the U.S.
as a whole. The impressive progress in English by Hispanics resident i n
the U . S . for ten years or longer has been completely overshadowed by
the historic increase i n Hispanic immigrants.
While it is true that i n cities having a higher proportion of recent
immigrants there are also higher rates of retention of Spanish,22 high
rates of immigration (see Table 1) of H ispanics have not caused LTLEP
density to increase. On the contrary, the vast majority of Hispanics con
tinue to acquire English to a high degree of proficiency. This fact is testi
mony to the fact that Hispanics do leam English well, in stark contrast to
what has been implied and claimed for years in U.S. ENGLISH Update.
CONCLUSION

I mmigration has had a marked effect on the U.S. community as
a whole. What is more, the number of Spanish speakers during the last
decade increased d ramatically, by 50%. An accompanying effect has
been a change in the attitude of U.S. high school children toward their
own ethnolinguistic identity (see Sontag's 1 993 reference to the Portes
study) . Hispanic and other ethnic minority youth are less willing to ac
cept an ass i m ilationist model that requ i res them to abandon their
ethnolinguistic identity as the price to pay for full participation in Ameri
can society.
While the rise in the use of Spanish is obvious to many, the
casual observe r cannot easily ascertain Hispanic English ability. The
census shows the vast majority of all Hispanics speak English well. Adult
Hispanic loyalty towards Spanish has actually dropped and the propor
tion of H ispanics of limited English proficiency has decreased.
Organizations and movements which promote and defend bilin
gualism must understand the facts of U.S. bilingualism in order to counter
baseless claims that the Hispanic community in particular is becoming
more and more ethnolinguistically separatist. Explaining the truth of lan
guage maintenance and shift is no easy task, since the numbers are
very large and the argumentation somewhat technical. That data that
show indisputably that nearly all Hispanics leam English well must be
publicized. Otherwise, the positive youthful attitude toward ethnolinguistic
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identity will be unfairly i nterpreted as rebellious and will strengthen the
backlash against bilingualism.
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